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While the US and the international community debate the pros and cons of an ever-smaller
number of options for resolving the Haitian political crisis, the situation on the island continues
to deteriorate. Many Haitians, including some supporters of overthrown President Jean Bertrand
Aristide, are now calling for the US and international forces which back Aristide to take decisive
action immediately, or else admit defeat.
President Bill Clinton's administration has been severely criticized for its inconsistent policy
initiatives toward the island (NotiSur , Nov. 5, 1993, and Nov. 12, 1993). Washington has failed to
implement a meaningful strategy for returning Aristide to office while at the same time sending
contradictory signals to Haitians regarding asylum and refugee policy. During the 1992 presidential
campaign, candidate Clinton harshly condemned the policy of then-president George Bush, who
promoted the forced return of Haitians fleeing their country by sea.
But after taking office, Clinton backtracked and opted to leave the Bush policy in place. At the time,
the move was justified as a short-term, temporary measure to remain in force while Washington
restored Aristide to power. But it has subsequently remained in effect, enforced by a contingent of
US naval vessels surrounding the island, for more than two years. Meanwhile, Aristide appears no
closer to returning to office.

New policy on refugees urged
In the most recent uproar over refugee policy, the Clinton administration's top human rights official,
assistant secretary of state for human rights and humanitarian affairs John Shattuck, told reporters
in Port-au-Prince Dec. 14 that the US should reconsider its policy of forcibly returning all Haitians
fleeing the island. "I'm going back [to Washington] with a view that a policy review is necessary," he
said.
Shattuck's statements came in the midst of a dramatic increase in the number of Haitians seeking
asylum at US consular offices in Haiti, as well as an apparent rise in the number of Haitians taking
to the sea. The human rights situation in the country has progressively deteriorated since the
September 1991 coup which overthrew Aristide. Reports of repression surged at the end of October
as the military and its civilian allies used all means available to block Aristide's scheduled return.
Under the terms of the Governor's Island accord, signed July 3, 1993, Aristide was to reassume the
presidency on Oct. 30. In response to questions about Shattuck's statements, State Department and
White House officials angrily denied that a possible modification of the refugee policy was under
consideration. However, in a Dec. 16 meeting with human rights advocates, Clinton's National
Security advisor Anthony Lake conceded that the current policy was "indeed a dark stain" on
the Clinton administration's record. According to one participant at the meeting, Lake "wasn't
defending the policy. He was implying that he didn't like the policy but felt that they were trapped
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in a vise and were stuck with it." The policy has been condemned by a wide array of human rights
organizations and activists, including UN High Commissioner for Refugees Sadako Ogata, Human
Rights Watch executive director Kenneth Roth, and Rev. Richard Ryscavage, executive director of
the Migration and Refugee Service of the United States Catholic Conference. Meanwhile, divisions
within the constitutional government have further hindered a resolution of the crisis.

Prime minister urges reconciliation talks
In early December, acting Prime Minister Robert Malval called for a round of "national
reconciliation talks" which, although he described them as "a new method of bringing about the
continuation of the Governor's Island process," would not include participation by representatives
from the UN. Although the US and the Vatican expressed strong support for the initiative, Aristide
refused to authorize the talks. Malval resigned as Prime Minister effective Dec. 15, but agreed
to remain at the post as a temporary caretaker until a successor could be found. Evidencing his
frustration, in late December Malval publicly criticized Aristide.
Referring to coup leader Army chief Gen. Raoul Cedras and Aristide, Malval said, "The country is
stuck between a man who has refused to resign and a man who has made a choice to remain abroad
as a sort of flag-bearer, a mythic symbol." Malval's aides subsequently attempted to minimize the
importance of these and similar statements made by the Prime Minister. Faced with the absence of
any significant progress in international efforts to restore Aristide to power, Haitians' support for the
economic sanctions has long since dissipated. There is an almost universal perception in Haiti that
the intended target of the sanctions the country's wealthy elite and the military seem to have hardly
been affected by the embargo.
The lengthy, unguarded land border with the Dominican Republic facilitates black market trade
of petroleum products by military officers and others, providing enough gasoline supplies for
the upper classes to maintain their comfortable lifestyle. "What are you doing to our country?"
commented a young vendor in Port-au-Prince to foreign journalists. "Either do what is needed
to bring our President back, or have the honesty to say that you have failed, and leave us alone."
A maid lamented, "Why did I let my husband persuade me to vote for Aristide?" She said her
husband, a bus driver, has been unemployed since the coup and now thinks Aristide should "shut
his mouth" about strengthening sanctions.
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